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One high school course in the novel that has proved 
to be very successful for gifted students requires four, novels 
and**ra,ther thaii quizzes and oral discusslon**analytical papers and 
responsive jourha^riting* while the students pace their reading, 
the teacher caa juWae by the journal entries whether the students are 
on schedule, Jo enhance comprehension, lectures or films are 
presented as background for the novel being read, . and irocabulary 
stiidj focuses on unfamiliar words In the text. This interdlscipiinary 
apltpach allocs gifted students to decide how they will schedule 
their reading aid writing and to get past /the simple cognitive 
aspects of learning in gr.der , to concentrate "llmest totally on the 
highier levels of thinklng*«analysis, synthesis, and 
appllcatlon^-reccmaeflded for gifted students* The papers let then 
reach as far as they are able, and no teachers are imposijig their 
thoughts on the students, Many students p^siie ladapendentiy soma of 
the tangents created by the background information. This foi mat seems 
to motivate, average stadents also. They learn not to fear "big 
novels, ••^ince the course eliminates some of the "drag*' on reading. 
It emphasizes reading ^or idea and enjoyment and promotes 
self-d4^£ipllne* tHTH) . ^ 
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^ ttach a high. school Icourse in tha novel v^ith rtb daily quizzes or'^ : ^ , y 
^ * tests over content, very littlt of^ and basically little op^or- 

tunity for overt negatives from the students* ^UntiWneGintTy I never con- / 



O** ' , ■sldered that approach to be nottworthy, Iven though student ptsponse ha-s 



SO 



ERIC 



always been enthusiastic. I am the^only teacher of a. novel s. cduMe 
i i t ' district, and my other assignments seem to be discussed more /frequently In ; 

loeaT shop- talk and at area In-service meetings, I therefore Have not often 
4 "compared notes." - ' ^ ^ 

However, some convention conversatibns the past two years have caused . 
me to see the peculiar strengths of my method; andv^ately, as I^have.be^. 
involved in setting up a general ;program for the gifted in my school , .1 have 
looked at it even more closely to see how 1t relates to the needs 'Of gifted 
students * ^ 

I should explain that I teach a coriiposi tion course first semester. to 
: = "average-and-above" sophomoris. That 1s an intensive writing course which; 

also includes Vocabulary ^nd grarrmar study. Second semester I take many of 
\these stcrderits into Novel, /Even though It is listed in our English curricul dm 
as a "readlnp" c'ourse, a major emplfasis is a responsive Journal a/nd analytical" 
papers. Th^J sophomore year, thenj alms at fluency on paper. 



Therd are four require^ novels: GRAPES OF WRATH (3 weeks), EXODUS (4 

■ I . ' ^ ^ /^ 

weeks), GIAj^TS IN THE EARTH (3 weeks), and ETHAN FROME (2 weeks).' I have 
conslderidichanging some of these» but enough students each year claim ea^ch 
novel as '|ifavor1te" to warrant keeping all for the preserit. They read 35-40 



I 



pages per day on thest requlrad books Monday through Friday. The majority 
read rather challenging novels from my classroom paperback library for a ' 
firltlca^ranalyslssji^eeks) and a comparative analysis {4.weeks);\ rdo not 



qhec^ to S|se how far they are each day, although 1 have a good idea where 
^\they .aire through their weekly journals. : ' r ; L ^ 

. I, believe quizzel do not provide the kind of Incentlve^mafiy teachers ^ 
Stem to think they do. With a book as heavy on detail as EXODUS* for axamplt, 
ifr'becornes a negative with even the best readers to have to think ■•qilrtz^"^^^^^^^^ 
, I^ also feel sophomores can develop some ^important self-discipline through^ ' 
■i'learning how to pace themselves to st^y on target. Gifted students .need that 
as much as anyorie^-sometimes mores'^ , 

As for tests and most study guides on^ novels ^ I feel they, too, cause 
itudents to read too much for details at the expense of enjoyment and^^thinking 
a'nd at this level my job is^to inspire them to be readers . They will probably 
forget tht details eventual ly--maybe even quickly ^ but they will remember ^ 
* the general impact .for a Jong ,time if they are allowed to imnierse themsel ves 
freely. In place of tests they write papers, choosing one topic from several 
I suggest-j^an in-depth^ characterization, an ana^Tysis of style or setting or 
conflicts, fir some^ xDther to[i1c repreSenting^Ke sftti re novel . } , 

There is^very little class discussion. Here I believe that on a normal 



day I might, hear from half of the students once or twtie-4ff^oral discussion/ 
Rather, I prefer to rely on jQurnals--t^ sides of a spiral notebook sheet 
once a week--to let me know how are rfespondlng to Wh|t they^ara reading. 
T encourage' them to react to characters, comment on styTfe or confl icts, or', 
simply complain, cheer, tell me how hard it is to concentrate ^on the book, or 
ask questions jbout wha^ they do not understand* The6^ can also react to 

^ ' ' '« 



Y .speakers and films I present. I tell fthem'that I: i^ht them to discover things 
I on thttr| own, and that I do not want to fclvr them: diractidn in >nterpretation. 
TKfe journals-papers approach real' y •restricts them to'sommunicating ' ' 
about t>ieir reading on paper, and they ticome qi^ite articulate. The writing ' 
sharpens their ability to organize, dti^il 1 , and 'choose, and we build a 



d my. marginal notes 4n response 
he gifted. Many are quiet and 
In the* journals, however, ^ • 



rapport through their comments and questions ar 

There is something here, too, that relates to t 
* \£ery sensitive, and' they hide their good- minds 

they are usually willing to be honest and expressive. ' " 

I read the journals quickly, marking noteworthy staterae 
familiar "plus"- (+) ,in the margin, often writing quick, marginal notes. In my 
gradebook I mark 'an "X" if it is adequate and on time, an "X" with-an extra 
"/" if it shows exceptional effort or thought, 'a "half X"' (/) if it is only^ 
half there. When it is late, the "X" is. circled. The procedure is very 
simple. At the end of the quarter .11 etter-grade them according to the number 
of X's and circle^ They do a lot of writing, but it does 'not demand a great" 
investment of time, for me. On 1 or 2 days; each week I r^ad joucnals while ' 
they take a vocabulary test or work on journals. The students seemCto sense 
a sort of mutual participation, and they go about their work 'fairly conscien- 
tiously. I can call them up individually, to expUin something mentioned in 
their journals, and they are also free to bfowse through bulletin board 
articles, Supplemintary materials, and posted papers. ' * \ 

■ _ . SI ■ ^ ' ■ 

A graduate riading course I took recently confirmed a' suspicion I .had 
that comprehension is enhanced niore' by experience in life than by decoding 
skills. Therefore perhaps twice a week I lecture, bring in speakers or show 
films as background' to the novel being read—on the Depression for GRAPES OF 



, W^TH,» on Judaism or Nazi Philosophy or the Middle East or current evintsli '^ 
f or . EXOPUSy ■oji foreign languages or on our Own, local ptwieer htstdry for'" '^-^-^ 

^ GIANrt. We also listen /to Edvard Grieg and see si Ides from our locdl ,her1tag^ 
- center foif^ GIANTS. It /becornes rather 1nttrdisc1pl i-nari^),- an approach often 
reconmendedfor the gtfted. „ » , ' ; 

■ . , I used to bfe horrified at how' l lttli i^ 
»»rld--even atput. basic geography,^ not to mention other cultures and other"; 
way^^Of thinking I am :sti1l ^ it' How narrow^ their worlds ar^V but 

no^ I simply assume th$y arM narrow and proMed^lritp geography, histor/, \ 
the arte, -antf whataver*^else . % ^ — - _ * 

. , I clarify matters from the novel only when several jbumal s indicate ^ 
confusion on some point or when eiperlencefltellsme to help them alon^ With 
some brief explanation. I continue to tell tbtm, how proud I am of their 
inslgHtS—arriyed at without my help. Ofttn, after a unjt is donej I .conyey . 
some things the. "experts" say about the novel , but, for the most part, they 
are on their own. ' ' ; ' •' 

Our vocabulary study seems to be a .rather popular aspect of the course. 
Each Monday I spend about 15 minutes explaining 25-30 words, listed on the 
Chalkboard, which are from the novel currently being read or soon to be read. 
I put each one Into several contexts, and the stud^ts write down whatdVer 
tfiey wan|:,to— synonyms, definitions, possible contexts.- On Tuesday,, Wednesday,, 
and Thursday I spend about 5 minutes each day reviewing them, imphaslztng ■ 
context, rather .than definition. Then on Friday there is -a test, putting 
words into contexts, sometimes using contexts from the. novel . The|e tests can 
be student-checkid at the end of the class period, ^and they, take littls teacher 
tlme^^-thit is, after the first year, when the tests- must be' cbmposed. l use 
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the sami systim during the f1rst-lemestekcomposit1on cour;se. ,and by the end 
of the year thty have had approxImattlWi 000 words. I try to prtcide each 
novel unit with tost^ of the words jrem;/^^ novel, and 'the students are grateful 
according to thtir JournaVs. The- rtpeiition ahd emphasis on context rfsult in 
good retention.,^ This 1s actualli^a foreign language teaching tectinique— 



woHs repeated over a period of time .and used in. context. After all . these 
. new words are often 1 ike .a "foreign language" for the students, and they need' 
that language to re4d the novels, ^ \ 

Why do I, consider alV this so effective for the gifted student? Because 
each unit Is open-ended, ^jtudents^can read related novels and' wr/lte about 
them. in their journals if they finish early. ' They are also on, their own* 

■ ' " • " •" . / ' ' .■■ ..." ^ ' - ^ 

they decide how they will schedule their reading, and writing. There is room 
for them to' get pdst the simple/cognltlve aspacts of learniiig and to concen- 
trate almost totally on the higher levels of thinking— analysis, synthesis^ 
appTiGation--basic to gifted educi#tion. The papers' let them 'reach as far as 
they are able,, and no'teacher is imposing his thought? on them. .They also 
like the background presentations, and many pursue- some of these tangents 
further on their own. The formatV in fact,- probably appeals most to the 
'giftid. They are With their peers, mainstrianiedv but the course errcourages 
^ them to think and explore "beyond the pack. " ^ / ^ 

However, it seems, to energize the other students, toot In fact, I 
usually see the largest growth in the "avertge." Their vocabularies grow, 
and the *'*exp&r1enci'' i3f the novels stimulites growth in, aw^^^ Their • 

journals are quite inspiring in this regai-B. . Students— mediocre as well as 
gifted— find they tune in more to tht--news_ and -to books iff general after this 
course. They learn not tO' fear "big nov4u," and they learn that much can be 



experienced thyouoh oovels^ ' : , f ,;; 

Just as the .''jetstreain'' is a hlgh-spatd, high-altitude air currint, 
which can enhahce flying spted, this course eTiminrf4s some of the- "drag" on f 
reading. It enhances speed, while emphasizing readirig for Idf a and enjoyment," 
and it promotes/le1f-d1sc1p1ine. 'When they coiiqiier i^eavy, thought-provoking 
■ novel, write a nice paper, ancj -turn in their journals, students have a s(^d 
sense of accompi ishment. I. encourage them to 'Share those journals and papers 
With Iheir parents, who give me nice feedback and gratitude at parent 
conferences. I tr4at such public-relation^ emphasis seriously. Positives in 
^ that direction might allow me to continue what I a^doihg a little longer. 

Once the basic routine is established, ^here is nb need for any weekly 
questioning or groaning over whether something is due. They know that ^ • 
alrea^— from the schedule established at th.e outset. That i| my "absence , 
of neg^tivas.'^ Even when someone is having difficulty with a jiovel at first/ 
or is falling behind, the fact that he can' tel'l itiI that in the Journal elim- 
inates audible grumbling In class. I can also imply" thatNmost are doing. ^ 
•well or that, many ^re past the halfway point and -are finaing 'a faster" pace^ 
or I can simply convey some , of the. Journal profundities to the class. In 
other words, I can stress the positive, and If a sludent Is procrastinating,^ 
I can help him see that he does not have much company. He, soon stops bragging 
about how far he is behind. ^ , — 

■■ In 'the. final exami by necissi.ty objective, I include the last vocabulary 
list only, literary. terms, some general questions about the novels read, and 
major titles and authors--d1scussed_during *the comparative analysis uni't near 
the end of the course.. Usually J count their final papir as "l/3 of their 
final exam grade, sfnce writing, is so rfluch empHasizad , tn the course. 



One inight my eighthpgrader daughteir cried as 'she labortd over her* 
f i^fteenth; (oi* so) cially study, ptde. for ACROSS FIVE APRILS. Every da^ thtre 
had been about 20 questions.— many ovtr minor detail s. = Answers were "wrong" 
; if vague questions v^^re -mi si oterpretea. ■ She 'said she hatid the boofe and ' 
', wondered why hen teacher would, not let her enjoy 'it. A^good reader was 
disliking a good, book, and. that made me sad'. I did not .like that^plodding 
approach when I was a student either.' Maybe that is why I teach the novel 
the^way I, do. ' And it is good for the average and the gifted alike. 
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